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The purpose of this paper is to consider some features of modern English grammar which are likely to be new to 
Japanese learners of English. If they are made aware of these features, they may be able to communicate better in 
English. Firstly, I will discuss how to make sentences sound more polite. More detailed grammar is necessary in 
order to speak more politely. Secondly, English verbs with high frequency will be introduced. It is worthwhile for 
language learners to learn idioms connected with such verbs. Thirdly, the progressive form of ‘stative verbs’ will be 
mentioned. Most grammar books suggest that the progressive form of stative verbs is not grammatical, but when the 
situation has a particular meaning, stative verbs can be used as the progressive form. Lastly, new vocabulary and 
usage in contemporary English will be investigated. 
 





The purpose of this paper is to consider some features of 
modern English grammar because grammar changes over 
time. Learning recent changes in English grammar can be 
useful for language learners in order to further promote 
international communication. I would like to focus on the 
following grammatical features in this paper. Firstly, I will 
discuss the way to make sentences sound more polite in 
English conversations. Secondly, English verbs with high 
frequency will be introduced. In addition, a list of idioms of 
‘say’, one of the verbs with high frequency, will be 
presented for the purpose of studying the verb effectively. 
Thirdly, the progressive form of ‘stative verbs’ will be 
mentioned, which are normally not regarded as 
grammatical in most grammar books. Lastly, new 
vocabulary and usage in contemporary English will be 
mentioned. 
 
2  Some Features of Modern English 
Grammar 
2.1 Polite Expressions 
  Let us consider how we can make English sentences  
†一般教育科文系 
sound more polite. This grammatical rule is not new, but it 
seems to be helpful for Japanese learners of English to keep 
it in mind in order to communicate better in the target 
language. 
Firstly, here are a variety of sentences for ‘permission’ 
which were presented by Professor Jon Hird at Oxford 
University English Language Teachers’ Summer Seminar 
20131):  
 
(1) Can I open the window? 
(2) Could I open the window? 
(3) Is it OK if I open the window? 
(4) Do you mind if I open the window? 
(5) Would it be OK if I opened the window?  
(6) Would you mind if I opened the window? 
(7) Would you mind at all if I opened the window? 
(Hird 2013a) 
 
According to Hird (2013a), grammar depends on three 
kinds of distance; (1) “contextual”, (2) “conceptual”, and 
(3) “social”. The more distance the speaker and the hearer 
have, the more grammar is needed between the two for 
communication. Huddleston and Pullum (2002, p. 170) also 
point out that “length” and “complexity” of a sentence are 
connected with “politeness” 2). As you can see in the above 
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the more diplomatic and polite it becomes. If you do not 
know a person very well, you may need to be more 
diplomatic by using the sentence (7) instead of (1).  
Biber et al. (1999, p. 485) state that it depends on 
“speaker stance” whether ‘can’ or ‘could’ is used in a 
sentence 3). If you make the sentence ‘hypothetical’ or 
‘tentative’ by using the modal ‘could’ instead of ‘can’, this 
will make it sound more polite. For instance, the above 
example (2) sounds more polite than (1).  
Secondly, we will look at the exclamation ‘please’ which 
is sometimes called ‘the magic word’. To take an example, 
in a Disney film Frozen, one of the main characters Kristoff 
asked for the magic word ‘please’ when his reindeer Sven 
wanted a carrot and just said to him, “Give me a snack”. 
Adding ‘please’ to the imperative form “tones down” or 
“weakens” the command (Leech and Svartvik 2002, p. 175) 
4). This is why the word makes a sentence sound polite.  
However, as I pointed out in my previous paper 
(Tsukazaki 2013), it seems that when Japanese people order 
something in English at a restaurant, they tend to forget to 
say the magic word ‘please’ 5). This may be because they 
concentrate on the message itself, that is, what to order in 
this case, and cannot afford to think of how the message 
should be conveyed in an effective or nice way. 
Consequently, they use the imperative form without 
weakening the command by adding ‘please’. In the end, it 
is likely that a waiter or a waitress thinks that they are rude.   
We can say that this misunderstanding derives from the 
fact that they are not aware of the effect of the word 
‘please’. This is a good example which demonstrates how 
even a single word functions in a sentence. It follows that 
learners need to be aware of the degree of politeness in 
language use and choose an appropriate word or sentence 
in order to achieve better communication. 
 
2.2 Verbs with High Frequency  
The most used verbs in English are ‘be’, ‘have’, ‘do’, 
‘say’, and ‘make’ in order of frequency (Hird 2013a). It 
may be useful for Japanese learners to learn many phrasal 
verbs or idioms including those verbs that they will often 
encounter in English conversations. To take an example, 
Table 1 shows some idioms of ‘say’. The definitions in the 
list are based on Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 8th 
ed. (2010, p. 1360 - 1361) 6). 
 
Table 1: A Short List of Idioms of ‘Say’ 
 
Idioms Meaning or Synonym 






to be very obvious or easy to predict 
I must say used to emphasize an opinion 
I say (1) used to express surprise, shock, etc,  
(2) used to attract somebody’s attention or introduce 
a new subject of conversation 
never say die do not stop hoping 
say when used to ask somebody to tell you when you should 
stop pouring a drink or serving food for them because 
they have enough 
that is to say = in other words 
there’s no saying used to say that it is impossible to predict what might 
happen  
to say nothing of = not to mention 
well said I agree completely. 
who can say ? used to say that nobody knows the answer to a 
question 
 
2.3 Progressive Forms of Stative Verbs 
The progressive form of ‘stative verbs’, or ‘state verbs’, 
will be discussed here. According to most grammar books, 
stative verbs are not used with the progressive form except 
when they have a temporary meaning. Let us look at an 
excerpt from Leech and Svartvik (2002, p. 67): 
 
(1A) They are living in a rented house.  
(temporarily ― for a short period)    
(1B) They live in a rented house.  
(permanently) 
(Leech and Svartvik 2002, p. 67) 
 
In (1A), the progressive form of the verb ‘live’ indicates 
that the situation is temporary, not permanent.  
Apart from this usage, what is often pointed out in most 
grammar books is that “State verbs often cannot be used 
with the progressive at all” (Leech and Svartvik, 2002, p. 
75). In addition, Swan (1995, p. 462) clearly states that 
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stative verb ‘like’ was traditionally described as one of the 
verbs which cannot be used in the progressive form. 
Nevertheless, you will sometimes hear the phrase ‘I’m 
liking.’ lately, especially in “informal speech” according to 
English Grammar Today published by Cambridge 
University Press 8). For instance, you might have heard of 
‘I’m loving it.’ in a McDonald’s commercial film. 
According to Hird (2013a), some ‘stative verbs’ which 
were originally not used in the progressive form, have 
started to take the progressive form recently. Here are some 
of the examples that he highlighted: 
 
(2) Looking in the mirror and I think I’m liking what I see.  
(Pixie Lott, a British singer) 
    (3) Polly, who was disliking the Queen and feeling rather 
sulky, would not have let hand be taken if she could have 
helped it.  
(The Magician’s Nephew, C. S. Lewis) 
 
(4) We’re loving the vuvuzela.  
(Dara O’Brian, an Irish comedian) 
(5) I’m hearing what you’re saying, but I don’t agree I’m 
afraid.  
(Judge, BBC Classical music now.) 
(Hird 2013a) 
 
Similarly, English Grammar Today gives us two more 
examples:  
 
(6) I’m not liking this book.  
(7) She’s loving the CD you gave her.  
 
English Grammar Today explains that the verbs ‘like’ and 
‘love’ can be used as ‘action verbs’ “when they refer to 
actions over short periods”. That is why they are used as 
the progressive form in (6) and (7). 
Surprisingly, even in an English grammar book which 
was published in Japan in as early as 2001, you can find the 
progressive form of the stative verb ‘hear’:  
 
    (8) A: Can you hear me in the back? 
       B: Oh! I’m hearing it better now.  
(Yasui 2001, p. 283) 
 
Yasui (2001, p. 283) explains that the situation is 
“changeable” and “dynamic” rather than “stative” in this 
conversation 9). This is why the stative verb ‘hear’ in the 
sentence (8B) is used with the progressive form instead of 
the simple present. 
Aarts (2011, p. 268) also says that we can use the 
progressive form of a stative verb when we want the verb 
interpreted “dynamically, and with an implication of 
temporariness…”10) Here is an example:  
 
(9) I’m really hoping to clear some space in my life very 
soon to be able to do all that.  
(Aarts 2011, p. 268) 
 
In (9), according to Aarts (2011, p. 269), “there is a sense 
of acuteness” of the speaker and the progressive form 
“expresses a wilful, determined desire”. 
Finally, here is a very clear explanation of this usage 
from Oxford Learner’s Pocket Verbs and Tenses (Hird 
2013b, p. 58) 11). The stative verbs ‘be’, ‘enjoy’, ‘expect’, 
‘feel’, ‘like’, ‘love’, ‘look (like)’, ‘need’, ‘think’ and ‘want’ 
can be used in the progressive form “when we want to 
emphasize that the feeling or attitude is at a particular time 
and temporary”. This explanation enables us to understand 
the meaning of ‘I’m loving it.’ in the McDonald’s 
commercial film. This suggests that “I’m in a mood of 
eating at McDonald’s at the moment!” or that “I’m so 
happy at the moment with what I’ve just had at 
McDonald’s!” 
Indeed it may not be easy for non-native speakers to use 
the progressive form of the stative verbs themselves 
because they are not familiar with this usage yet. However, 
at least it seems to be helpful for them to learn the phrases 
that they are likely to encounter in the real world. 
 
2.4 New Vocabulary and Usage 
I would like to discuss some other features in 
contemporary English. Firstly, we will look at some of the 
new vocabulary. ‘Verbing’, as Hird (2013b, p. 308) puts it, 
is “the creation of a verb from a noun without making any 
changes”. It is “particularly common in the field of 
technology, especially in digital communication and the use 
of the internet”. For example, ‘google’ is now used as a 
verb in English, but it was originally a proper noun 
‘Google’. Even in Japan, some people use the word as a 
Japanese verb ‘guguru’. 
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‘text’, ‘access’, and ‘facebook’ came to be used as verbs 
(Hird 2013b, p. 309). Here are some examples of verbing: 
 
(1) If you don’t know the address, let’s google it.  
(2) I’ll facebook everyone about the party.  
(3) I’ll email you. 
(4) Did you bookmark the site? 
(Hird 2013b, pp. 308 - 309) 
(5) I text-messaged him to say we were waiting in the 
pub. (OALD 8th ed. 2010, p. 1600) 
 
As for the example (3), you can also say that “I’ll send you 
an email.” by using the noun ‘email’.  
  Secondly, let us look at ‘acronyms’ or ‘abbreviations’. 
For example, ‘ASAP’ and ‘FYI’, which mean ‘as soon as 
possible’ and ‘for your information’ respectively, seem to 
be common in emails. In this way, people tend to use 
shorter language in informal settings, especially in personal 
emails and text messages lately. This is because it is much 
quicker to type. The shortened language is not so much 
‘written language’ as ‘spoken language’ although it is in a 
written form (Hird 2013a).  
Table 2 shows some examples of acronyms and 
abbreviations 12):  
 




Cul8er / Cul8r See you later. 
g8 great 
How r u? How are you? 
IOU I owe you. 
k OK / kilo (thousand) 
lol lots of love / laugh(ing) out loud / lots of laughs / lots 
of laughter 
omg oh my god / oh my goodness / oh my gosh  
pls please 
ppl people 
rip rest in peace 
tgif Thank God it’s Friday. 
thx thanks 
ur your / you’re 
u2 you too 
4u for you 
‘Bday’ seems to be often used when people send birthday 
wishes to their friends on Facebook, a social networking 
site. The alphabet ‘k’ is often used to show the number of 
‘Like’ on Facebook. For example, ‘9 k’ means ‘nine 
thousand’. Moreover, in an episode of a BBC drama 
Sherlock (2013), the leading character Sherlock Holmes 
saw a message ‘I O U’ on the window of the building 
across the street. It stands for ‘I owe you.’ as explained in 
the list.  
  Those abbreviated words or phrases are too short to 
guess their meanings if you don’t know them. It might be 
quicker to type them than the full words or sentences, but 
we need to be careful in using them. This is because not 
every native speaker of English uses them even if she or he 
understands them. 
The following are the titles of pop songs:  
 
(6) Sk8ter Boi (Avril Lavigne 2002) 
(7) Give Me All Your Luvin’ (Madonna 2012) 
 
‘Skater’ is spelled as ‘sk8ter’ in a Canadian singer Avril 
Lavigne’s song. This is because the word ‘skater’ includes 
the same pronunciation as the number eight. ‘Boy’ is 
spelled differently in the song as well. Likewise, ‘lovin’ is 
spelled as ‘luvin’ in an American singer Madonna’s song. 
The word ‘love’ is sometimes spelled as ‘luv’ in text 
messages. For example, people write ‘I luv u.’ instead of ‘I 
love you.’ 
  Thirdly, let us have a look at the word ‘innit’ in informal 
British English. You can find this word in the sixth edition 
of Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 6th ed. (2000, p. 
668) 13). The word was defined as “a way of saying ‘isn’t 
it’” in “non-standard” British English and here is an 
example:  
 
(8) “Cold, innit?” (OALD 6th ed. 2000, p.668) 
 
However, after 10 years, the definition of the word 
became a little more detailed or advanced in the latest 
edition of the same dictionary (Oxford Advanced Learner’s 
Dictionary 8th ed. 2010, p. 803). That is, the second 
meaning was added to the one I mentioned above: the word 
‘innit’ is also “a way of saying any question tag, such as 
‘don’t you?’ or ‘haven’t you?’”. As Oxford Leaner’s Pocket 
Verbs and Tenses (Hird 2013b, p. 22) explains, the word 
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and subject of the preceding statement”. For example,  
 
(9) Kris’s coming with us, innit? (OLPVT, p. 22) 
(10) You got it, innit? (OALD 8th ed. 2010, p.803) 
 
In this way, ‘innit’, formerly a contracted form of ‘isn’t it’, 
is now widely used in place of ‘isn’t he’ or ‘didn’t you’. 
According to Hird (2013a), some people even reply to this 
question tag by just saying “Innit!”. It is true that language 
learners do not need to use this informal word, but it may 
be useful to remember the word so that they can at least 
recognise it when they encounter it in the real world.  
  Lastly, we will consider the adverb ‘like’. According to 
an excerpt in Hird (2013a), the word is inserted after “every 
three or four words” in speech especially in American 
English. Here are examples from two dictionaries, Oxford 
Advanced Learners’ Dictionary 8th ed. (2010, p. 894) and 
Genius 4th ed. (2006):  
 
(11) It was, like, weird.  
(12) It was kind of scary, like. 
(13) It was really hard. Like I have no time for my own 
work.  
(OALD 8th ed. 2010, p. 894) 
(14) I mean, like, you should go. 
(15) Jane was, like, so rude! 
(16) It was an accident, like. 
(Genius 2006, p. 1139 - 1140) 
 
Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 8th ed. (2010, p. 
894) states that it is “used in very informal speech, for 
example when you are thinking what to say next, 
explaining something, or giving an example of something”. 
Furthermore, Genius (2006, p. 1139) says that the word 
‘like’ has almost no meaning itself and weakens the 
statement when you hesitate to say something 14). 
 
3 Conclusion 
In this short paper I have looked at some features in 
modern English grammar. In Section 1, I discussed 
politeness in speech. In Section 2, I looked at the English 
verbs which are commonly used. In Section 3, I considered 
the progressive form of the stative verbs. In Section 4, I 
discussed new vocabulary and usage. 
In conclusion, Japanese learners of English need to be 
aware of the fact that the language is changing over time. 
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